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Introduction {#sec005}
============

Trust has been a key sociological concept for many years \[[@pone.0164096.ref001]--[@pone.0164096.ref003]\], although its definition and conceptualisation remains a point of much debate \[[@pone.0164096.ref004]\]. Trust has been variously defined within and beyond sociological literatures \[[@pone.0164096.ref005]\]. On this issue, Govier \[[@pone.0164096.ref006]\] states that "Trust seems warm and fuzzy, somehow good, perhaps a little Pollyannish" (p.3). A generally accepted definition of trust is 'the mutual confidence that no party to an exchange will exploit the other's vulnerability'\[[@pone.0164096.ref007]\] (p. 1133), with a trustworthy person or institution having both good intentions and reasonable competence \[[@pone.0164096.ref006]\]. A key cultural motif of late modern democratic society is that trust can no longer be simply taken for granted or expected \[[@pone.0164096.ref008]\] and distrust (or at least healthy scepticism) becomes the norm \[[@pone.0164096.ref009]\], indeed a vital ingredient of democracy \[[@pone.0164096.ref010]\]. Building or maintaining trust is of central importance in democratic societies since negative experiences (potentially leading to mistrust) with government or other institutions may have a much more profound effect than positive experiences (potentially maintaining trust), with some authors suggesting that "trust comes on foot and goes away of horseback" \[[@pone.0164096.ref011]\] (p. 389).

Levi \[[@pone.0164096.ref012]\] suggests that "a trusting citizenry and a trustworthy government are the *sine qua non* of contingent consent, democracy may well be a prerequisite of an appropriately trusting citizenry and of trustworthy government and is certainly essential for providing institutional protections to citizens whose expression of scepticism and distrust may be the major engine for an even more democratic state" (p. 96). Obviously, healthy democracy relies on more than simply trusting the national government or political leaders of the time, and is mediated through other symbols of institutional power, such as the legal system, banks, the media and religious organisations. These various institutions differ by country, in terms of their legitimacy, stability, transparency, and independence from government, increasing the need to understand the levels and predictors of institutional trust between countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref013]\]. Tsfati & Cohen \[[@pone.0164096.ref014]\] argue that the media provides the conduit whereby people can judge the various institutions, stating "it is impossible to trust democracy unless one perceives that the electorate is well and fairly informed, possessing an accurate picture of the issues at hand" (p. 32). In addition, the courts and a commitment to the rule of law are seen as a fundamental part of democracy \[[@pone.0164096.ref015]\], thereby making it important to analyse public trust in the legal system.

This paper focuses on institutional trust--the level and predictors of trust in some of the major institutions in society, namely politics, the media, banks, the legal system and religious organisations. Herein we present analyses from a consolidated dataset containing data from six countries in the Asia Pacific region--Australia, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. We have previously published comparative analyses from this dataset on social quality \[[@pone.0164096.ref016]\], access to healthcare services \[[@pone.0164096.ref017]\] and interpersonal trust \[[@pone.0164096.ref018]\] across these countries. There have been a number of studies examining trust in one or more of these institutions within individual countries, although fewer studies undertaking a comparative analyses across countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref013]\]. Indeed, it has been argued that the majority of research on institutional trust has been undertaken in the US \[[@pone.0164096.ref019]--[@pone.0164096.ref022]\] or the EU \[[@pone.0164096.ref023]--[@pone.0164096.ref026]\], which is not directly transferable to other countries with different social, cultural, political and economic systems, thereby creating a need for research across Asian countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref013]\]. Some studies have utilised the AsiaBarometer survey or the World Values Survey to examine trust in the media across large numbers of countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref013],[@pone.0164096.ref027]\] or undertaken primary data collection to compare trust in national governments between Japan, South Korea and Taiwan \[[@pone.0164096.ref028]\] or between South Korea and the Netherlands \[[@pone.0164096.ref029]\]. There have also been studies examining trust and social cohesion in single countries in Asia \[[@pone.0164096.ref030],[@pone.0164096.ref031]\].

Whilst we focus specifically on institutional trust within this paper, we recognize the dualistic and intertwined nature of interpersonal and institutional trust--the ways in which trust in an individual can impact trust in the institutional they represent and vice versa. The surveys on which our paper is based asked respondents to rate their level of trust in various institutions in their country, but we cannot fully disentangle their trust in individuals, or the contingencies upon which their trust is based, who work for or in some way represent those institutions. The 'meeting place' of interpersonal and institutional trust is what Giddens \[[@pone.0164096.ref032]\] called 'access points'--the bank teller for the banking system, the doctor for the medical system, the news reporter for the media, the solicitor for the legal system and so on. Govier \[[@pone.0164096.ref006]\] encapsulates the complexities of studying *either* institutional *or* interpersonal trust when she talked about 'trust in objects', saying, "When we assume that an object will serve its function, we are, in effect, assuming that the various people who manufactured and marketed it did their jobs honestly and properly. If these objects do not perform, someone somewhere made a mistake" (p. 16). In this way, for people to trust the media, the newspaper (as the object) needs to be inscribed with trustworthy individuals and institutions, including the company who owns it, the editors who manage it, the journalists who write stories, the scientists who undertake the research that might be written about and so on. Giddens \[[@pone.0164096.ref032]\] made a particular point about the links between interpersonal and institutional trust, "Although everyone is aware that the real repository of trust is in the abstract system, rather than the individuals who in specific contexts 'represent' it, access points carry a reminder that it is the flesh and blood people (who are potentially fallible) who are its operators" (p.85). It is important too to acknowledge that when one does not trust, it cannot be assumed that they therefore distrust, as trust is not a binary concept \[[@pone.0164096.ref033]\] and distrust and trust are considered to be conceptually and semantically distinct. One's trust may be considered to fall somewhere on a spectrum between complete trust to complete distrust \[[@pone.0164096.ref034]\], with distrust suggested in Barbalet (p.373) to be "an indifference to trust relations" \[[@pone.0164096.ref035]\]. Within the present analysis, we therefore investigate 'high' or 'low' trust, and rather than 'trust' and 'distrust'.

Hudson \[[@pone.0164096.ref026]\] argues, following Luhmann \[[@pone.0164096.ref003],[@pone.0164096.ref036],[@pone.0164096.ref037]\] and Hardin \[[@pone.0164096.ref038]\], that institutional trust is conceptually different to interpersonal trust--the latter being a 'rational' consideration once information is gathered in order to make the choice to trust or not \[[@pone.0164096.ref026]\]. Hudson suggests that in deciding whether or not to trust a national government, an individual "is not considering whether or not they can trust the national government to carry out a political act for them over which they have a choice. Instead they are considering the extent they trust the institution to fulfil its role in a satisfactory manner" (p. 46). In this way, institutional trust considers issues such as whether a newspaper can be 'trusted' to present the news accurately and without bias, whether a bank can be 'trusted' to keep their money and give it back through an ATM when requested, and whether a political party can be 'trusted' to keep their election promises. This concurs with Mishler and Rose's definition of institutional trust as 'the expected utility of institutions performing satisfactorily' \[[@pone.0164096.ref039]\]. However, this may depend on the individual having some experience with the institution in question, otherwise as Hardin suggests, individuals may not be able to say 'one way or the other whether they \[institutions\] are trustworthy' \[[@pone.0164096.ref040]\]. Giddens attempts to deal with this issue by suggesting that there must be some social or cultural norms underpinning the decision to trust (outside of actual experience), often based on a constructed characterisation or stylised notion of the institution \[[@pone.0164096.ref006]\]. Indeed, Fukuyama \[[@pone.0164096.ref041]\] argues that "trust arises when a community shares a set of moral values in such a way as to create expectations of regular and honest behaviour" (p.153). In the current paper, we only asked questions about institutions that we assumed people would have experience of, and could therefore make a judgement about their extent of trust in them, although they may be making judgements based on media representations and/or shared cultural values of the institutions.

Braithwaite \[[@pone.0164096.ref042]\] distinguishes two different types of 'trust norms' for institutional trust--'exchange trust norms' which are built on expectations of predictability, consistency, cautious decision-making, high performance standards--reflective of banks and legal system. The second set of norms are 'communal trust norms' which include additional expectations of flexibility, adaptability, helpfulness--more akin to charitable organisations, NGOs, welfare organisations. The institutions used within the current paper most comfortably fit within the 'exchange trust norms'.

Conceptual terrain for understanding institutional trust {#sec006}
--------------------------------------------------------

Fukuyama developed a seminal theory about 'low trust societies' and 'high trust societies', which we have previously explored in order to understand interpersonal trust (a more expanded overview of his theory can be found there \[[@pone.0164096.ref018]\]).

As outlined in our previous paper, Fukuyama argues that within low trust societies, social relations/connections are primarily within the family--familial piety--and that these societies will be less trusting of institutions outside of the family \[[@pone.0164096.ref041]\], "communities with the strongest internal ties will have the weakest bonds with the outside" (p.154). In an Asian context, he provides extensive evidence of the ways in which the family is still the central unit in Confucianist societies and of the impact this has on reduced trust in institutions outside the family. He argues that businesses have developed as family owned/run organisations in Confucianist countries like Taiwan and Hong Kong, but less so in countries like Japan--with South Korea and Thailand having parts of both Confucianist philosophy but also a more open attitude to trusting others due to State attempts allow more foreign investment. In a Confucianist context, Fukuyama argues that "the lack of trust outside the family makes it hard for unrelated people to form groups or organizations" (p.73). He also argues that Japan is a high trust society, alongside countries like the US, the UK and Germany. Whilst he does not explicitly mention trust in Australia, we would suggest that it is closer to the US and UK, and thus may be hypothesised as a high trust society. There have been theoretical \[[@pone.0164096.ref043],[@pone.0164096.ref044]\] and empirical \[[@pone.0164096.ref045]--[@pone.0164096.ref047]\] critiques of Fukuyama's work on trust (see also \[[@pone.0164096.ref018]\]). For example, Khodyakov (2007) argues that Fukuyama's distinction between low- and high-trust societies is unidimensional and therefore does not accurately characterize social trust. However, his critiques are rooted in his analysis of the differences between interpersonal and institutional trust which we agree calls for greater research focus on the multidimensionality of trust. However, this does not impact the use of Fukuyama's theory in the present research. Empirical critiqueshave tended to examine the levels and predictors of trust between two countries (see for example \[[@pone.0164096.ref045],[@pone.0164096.ref047]\]. However, these studies only compared Japan and America, both of which according to Fukuyama are high trust societies and are based in interpersonal rather than institutional trust.

Fukuyama's theory sets up a key hypothesis for this paper--to test if there is higher institutional trust in non-Confucianist societies as compared to Confucianist societies. Our previous work investigating interpersonal trust within and between these countries extended Fukuyama's work by identifying high- and low-, as well as medium-trust societies, in addition to high and low trusting population subgroups \[[@pone.0164096.ref018]\], therefore both corroborating and refuting his theory. Our extension of this theory is applied in the present analysis. In this way, our paper operationalizes and further extends Fukuyama's sociology of trust.

Methods and Dataset {#sec007}
===================

Ethics statement {#sec008}
----------------

Appropriate research ethics approvals were obtained within each country to undertake the individual surveys. The authors were granted ethics approval from Flinders University Social and Behavioural Research Ethics Committee to obtain and use the collected data for secondary analysis (project number 5221).

Data Collection {#sec009}
---------------

The data presented in this paper come from a larger survey across six Asia-Pacific counties: Australia (Flinders University), Hong Kong (Chinese University Hong Kong), Japan (Chiba University), South Korea (Seoul National University), Taiwan (National Taiwan University), Thailand (King Prajadhipok Institute). The details and critique of the survey methods across the six countries, and the means by which we met recognised standards for cross-country survey research have been published elsewhere \[[@pone.0164096.ref016]--[@pone.0164096.ref018]\]. A brief synopsis is provided here for readers to understand the results presented in the paper. Method used within the study countries are also published elsewhere \[[@pone.0164096.ref030],[@pone.0164096.ref031],[@pone.0164096.ref048]--[@pone.0164096.ref050]\].

Various methodological issues related to cross-country research are acknowledged to potentially lead to difficulties in data interpretation. Consequently, we undertook a number of strategies to make each country-specific survey as comparable as possible. We used questions from pre-validated questionnaires, including the World Values Survey \[[@pone.0164096.ref051]\] and the General Social Survey \[[@pone.0164096.ref052]\], to develop the questionnaire. The English version of the questionnaire was then validated \[[@pone.0164096.ref053]\] and subsequently translated into the language of the host country. Consultations were then undertaken with academics from each of the collaborating universities in order to further refine the questionnaires. Pilot studies were then undertaken in each country to validate the questionnaires and to make ensure respondents understood the questions and response categories, reducing the potential for systematic bias. Within the context of this paper, the questions relating to trust in each of the six different institutions were tested for validity in each country. During the pilot studies in each country, participants were asked to explain how they interpreted each of the institutions (e.g. newspapers, media, banks) and the researchers in each country were confident of the validity of each question used within this paper. However, other than for the English version of the questionnaire (used in the Australian survey), no statistical analysis of validity was undertaken of the different language versions of the questionnaire, which is a potential limitation of the results undertaken in this paper.

Data were collected in each country between 2009 and 2010, using either face-to-face or postal survey techniques. The total sample size was 6331: 681 in Hong Kong; approximately 1000 in Australia and Japan; and 1200 in each of South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. Given these data are now 6--7 years old, it is possible that institutional trust in these countries may have changed due to particular events, particularly when recognizing that trust is a process \[[@pone.0164096.ref043]\]. For example, the 2011 nuclear disaster at Fukushima in Japan, as a result of a tsunami, may well have impacted trust in political leaders. Similarly, the 2014 coup d'état in Thailand may have impact trust in political leaders, in addition to the legal system. Therefore, care needs to be taken when interpreting the findings from this study in terms of their complete reliability in 2016 or beyond.

This paper presents an analysis of questions on institutional trust. The question appeared in the questionnaire as: How much do you **trust** various **institutions**? (emphasis in original). There were four response categories: Trust them completely; Trust them a little; Do not trust them very much; Do not trust them at all. The survey provided a list of six different groups against which respondents were asked to rate their level of trust: political leaders, press/newspapers, TV/media, judicial/legal system, banks, and religious organisations. The questionnaire also included 11 questions on socio-demographics such as income, gender and age. However, the Japanese survey did not include questions on trust in banks or trust in religious organisations (for cultural reasons determined by the Japanese researchers).

Data Analysis {#sec010}
-------------

After the surveys had been undertaken, merging and cleaning of the dataset was conducted by academics at Seoul National University. Data were subsequently weighted for each country on the basis of age and sex to account for surveys generally under-representing males and younger respondents.

Responses to survey items enquiring about individual's trust in various groups of people were dichotomised to achieve suitable levels for analysis and a basis for comparison because the original four categories did not yield enough cases in each category to allow multivariate analysis in each country. For all countries, 'trust them completely' and 'trust them a little' were combined to form a categorical variable labelled 'higher trust', whilst responses in the form of 'do not trust them very much' and 'do not trust them at all' were combined into 'lower trust'. The dichotomised variable does not have the fine grained differences in trust as the original variable, and this may represent a potential limitation in interpreting the results of the paper. In order to identify whether (socio) demographic attributes of respondents hold predictive qualities for trust invested in different institutions, a pool of categorical predictor variables was generated comprising respondents' sex, age group, marital status, work status, household income, as well as subjective satisfaction with health, subjective satisfaction with standard of living, and whether respondents reported a chronic health condition.

Chi-Square analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between country and trust in institutions. All chi-square analyses revealed a significant association between different countries and level of trust placed in the different institutions (all chi-square analyses significant at p \< .001).

Data were analysed using Stata (Release 13, Stata Corporation, College Station, TX, USA). Binomial logistic regression models were used to investigate associations for all six countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref054]\]. Due to differences in data collection methods, and changes to survey questions to make them culturally relevant, a few of the independent variables were not available from some countries thus reducing the number of association tests performed. Goodness-of-fit for all models were checked \[[@pone.0164096.ref054],[@pone.0164096.ref055]\]. The regression models presented in the paper give details of the statistically significant predictors of institutional trust within each country. We could not perform statistical tests allowing a comparison across the countries (mixed effects models) because of some of the slightly different predictor variables and sampling techniques. However, within the paper we provide tentative comparisons of the regression models across the countries in order to highlight possible similarities and differences requiring further research. Nevertheless, all comparisons made within the paper need to be interpreted with caution.

All demographic predictor variables were entered into the analysis as categorical variables. Binomial logistic regression analyses were performed to examine the independent effects of demographic variables on trust in institutions., For the purposes of the present investigation the method of choice for conducting regression analyses was to enter relevant predictor variables in one block rather than stepwise procedures \[[@pone.0164096.ref056]\]. As with our previous analysis of interpersonal trust \[[@pone.0164096.ref018]\] predictor variables that were entered into the model but returned as not significant were in turn tested against models containing only significant predictor variables. This process allowed for the comparison of several models, resulting in a final model containing only variables, which significantly contributed to the model fit. For each outcome variable, predictor variables included in the regression model were checked for multicollinearity. Given the relatively high number of regression analyses presented in this paper, there is a possibility of some spurious regression models, and therefore caution needs to be taken with p values close to 0.05.

Results {#sec011}
=======

[Table 1](#pone.0164096.t001){ref-type="table"} presents data on higher trust in different institutions across the six countries. In terms of overall levels of institutional trust across all six institutions, Thailand had the highest level of trust (84%), followed by Hong Kong (69%) and Japan (65%). Conversely, Australia had the lowest level of trust (43%), followed by South Korea (49%) and Taiwan (55%).

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t001

###### Proportion of respondents indicating higher trust (trust 'a little' or 'a lot') in institutions.

![](pone.0164096.t001){#pone.0164096.t001g}

                    n (%)                                                                                                                           
  ----------------- ----------- ----------- ----------- ----------- --------------------------------------- --------------------------------------- ----
  **Australia**     395 (41)    279 (28)    245 (24)    553 (56)    491 (49)                                561 (62)                                43
  **Hong Kong**     360 (55)    372 (55)    394 (59)    597 (89)    525 (77)                                493 (75)                                68
  **Japan**         247 (25)    871 (87)    740 (74)    733 (74)    [\*](#t001fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   [\*](#t001fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   65
  **South Korea**   229 (25)    590 (60)    613 (62)    411 (43)    579 (60)                                428 (45)                                49
  **Taiwan**        423 (38)    516 (45)    539 (46)    637 (56)    832 (73)                                798 (70)                                55
  **Thailand**      837 (71)    896 (76)    948 (80)    1038 (89)   1059 (92)                               1060 (94)                               84
  **TOTAL**         2491 (43)   3524 (59)   3479 (58)   3969 (67)   3486 (70)                               3340 (70)                               61

\* These questions were not asked in the survey in Japan

In Thailand, people expressed the most trust in religious organisations (94%), banks (92%) and in their judicial/legal system (89%). In Hong Kong, people expressed the highest level of trust in their judicial/legal system (89%), followed by religious organisations (75%) and banks (77%). Australian respondents reported the least amount of trust in TV/media (24%) and press/newspapers (28%). South Korea put the least trust in their political leaders (25%), their legal system (43%) and religious organisations (45%).

In terms of trust in the individual institutions, religious institutions, banks and the judicial system had the highest overall trust across all countries (70%, 70% and 67% respectively), followed by newspapers and TV (59% and 58%) and then political leaders (43%). The range of levels of higher trust between countries differed from 43% for banks (range 49% in Australia to 92% in Thailand) to 59% for newspapers (28% in Australia to 87% in Japan). Across all countries, except for Australia, trust in political leaders had the lowest scores, particularly in Japan and South Korea (25% in both countries).

[Table 2](#pone.0164096.t002){ref-type="table"} shows the statistically significant differences (assessed by Chi square) between higher/lower trust in each of the countries for each of the institutions. In terms of the size of the differences in trust between countries, we calculated the Risk Ratios (RR) of 'lower trust' in each of the institutions, using Thailand as the reference category because it had the highest levels of trust in most institutions. Respondents in Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Australia were significantly more likely to have lower trust in political leaders than Thai respondents, with RRs ranging from 1.6 (95% CI 1.4--1.8) in Hong Kong to 2.6 in Japan and South Korea (95% CI 2.4--2.9 in both countries). Australians expressed almost 3 times lower trust than Thais in press/newspapers (RR3; 95% CI 2.7--3.3) and 4 times lower trust in TV (RR3.8; 95% CI 3.4--4.3) and the judicial system (RR4; 95% CI 3.3--4.7). South Koreans were approximately five times less likely to trust their legal system (RR5.1; 95% CI 4.3--6.0) and banks (RR 4.9; 95% CI 4.0--6.0) than respondents in Thailand. Australian respondents demonstrated the lowest comparative levels of trust in banks, being over 6 times lower trusting than Thais (RR6.2; 95% CI 5.1--7.6).

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t002

###### Differences in 'higher trust' in institutions between countries.

![](pone.0164096.t002){#pone.0164096.t002g}

                          Chi-square                            RR (95% CI)                                                                                                                                   
  ----------------------- ------------------------------------- ------------- ----------------------------- --------------------------------------- ---------------------------- ---------------------------- ----------------------------
  **Political Leaders**   *x*^2^ (5, 5807) = 688.16, p\<0.001   ref           1.58 (1.40--1.79) p\<0.001    2.63 (2.38--2.89) p\<0.001              2.16 (1.94--2.39) p\<0.001   2.62 (2.37--2.89) p\<0.001   2.05 (1.85--2.28) p\<0.001
  **Press/ Newspaper**    *x*^2^ (5, 5982) = 958.78, p\<0.001   ref           1.84 (1.61--2.09) p\<0.001    0.53 (0.44--0.64) p\<0.001              2.28 (2.04--2.55) p\<0.001   1.63 (1.43--1.85) p\<0.001   2.95 (2.65--3.29) p\<0.001
  **TV/Media**            *x*^2^ (5, 6004) = 882.06, p\<0.001   ref           2.09 (1.81--2.42) p\<0.001    1.32 (1.13--1.54) p\<0.001              2.72 (2.40--3.09) p\<0.001   1.91 (1.66--2.20) p\<0.001   3.83 (3.40--4.32) p\<0.001
  **Legal System**        *x*^2^ (5, 5918) = 781.99, p\<0.001   ref           0.97 (0.74--1.27) p = 0.838   2.37 (1.96--2.87) p\<0.001              3.92 (3.29--4.67) p\<0.001   5.07 (4.28--6.01) p\<0.001   3.95 (3.32--4.71) p\<0.001
  **Banks**               *x*^2^ (4, 4957) = 552.63, p\<0.001   ref           2.76 (1.81--2.42) p\<0.001    [\*](#t002fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   3.32 (2.68--4.12) p\<0.001   4.90 (3.98--6.02) p\<0.001   6.24 (5.10--7.63) p\<0.001
  **Religious orgs**      *x*^2^ (4, 4777) = 612.19, p\<0.001   ref           2.19 (1.96--2.45) p\<0.001    [\*](#t002fn001){ref-type="table-fn"}   1.92 (1.79--2.06) p\<0.001   3.05 (2.80--3.32) p\<0.001   2.39 (2.21--2.59) p\<0.001

\* These questions were not asked in the survey in Japan

Tables [3](#pone.0164096.t003){ref-type="table"} to 8 provide details of the multivariate regression models for lower trust in each of the institutions in each country where a regression model could be calculated.

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t003

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in Political Leaders in each country.
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  Country                               Characteristic      Risk Ratio (95% CI)   Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  ------------------------------------- ------------------- --------------------- -------------------------- -------------
  Australia                             Male sex            1.03 (0.92--1.14)     0.01 (-0.05--0.08)         0.633
  Age\<44 years                         1.04 (0.91--1.19)   0.02 (-0.06--0.10)    0.575                      
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.32 (1.08--1.61)   0.18 (0.03--1.33)     **0.006**                  
  Hong Kong                             Male sex            1.24 (1.04--1.46)     0.10 (0.02--0.17)          **0.013**
  Age \<44 years                        0.87 (0.74--1.04)   -0.06 (-0.14--0.02)   0.126                      
  Japan                                 Age \<44 years      1.14 (1.07--1.22)     0.10 (0.06--0.16)          **\<0.001**
  Unsatisfied with health               1.10 (1.02--1.18)   0.08 (0.02--0.14)     **0.014**                  
  South Korea                           Age \<44 years      1.08 (1.00--1.16)     0.06 (\<0.01--0.11)        **0.043**
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.17 (1.09--1.26)   0.13 (0.07--0.19)     **\<0.001**                
  Taiwan                                Age \<44 years      1.16 (1.05--1.27)     0.09 (0.03--0.14)          **0.002**
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.17 (1.05--1.30)   0.10 (0.03--0.17)     **0.004**                  
  Thailand                              Age \<44 years      1.29 (1.07--1.56)     0.07 (0.02--0.12)          **0.007**
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.67 (1.27--2.18)   0.23 (0.10--0.35)     **\<0.001**                
  Unsatisfied with health               1.65 (1.26--2.16)   0.19 (0.07--0.31)     **\<0.001**                

[Table 3](#pone.0164096.t003){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in political leaders for each country. Models were calculated for all six countries. The general trend across all countries is that males, people aged under 44 years (the median age) and people unsatisfied with either their health or standard of living are more likely to have lower trust in political leaders. The majority of the statistically significant RRs are relatively low, in the magnitude 1.1--1.3, although in Thailand, people who are unsatisfied with their health and standard of living are almost 70% (RR1.7; 95%CI 1.3--2.2 and RR1.7; 95%CI 1.3--2.2 respectively) more likely to have lower trust in political leaders than people who are satisfied with their health and standard of living.

[Table 4](#pone.0164096.t004){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in press/newspapers for each country. Only two models were calculated for lower trust in the newspapers, namely Japan and Thailand. In Japan, the predictors of lower trust in the press were being male, under 44 years and unsatisfied with health, all of which has RRs between 1.5--1.7. In Thailand, the single predictor of lower trust in newspapers was being unsatisfied with health (RR1.6; 95%CI 1.1--2.2). All predictors of lower trust in newspapers in these two countries suggest a 50--70% increase likelihood of lower trust for these groups.

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t004

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in Press/Newspapers in each country.
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  Country                               Characteristic      Risk Ratio (95% CI)   Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  ------------------------------------- ------------------- --------------------- -------------------------- -----------
  Japan                                 Male sex            1.50 (1.08--2.08)     0.04 (\<0.01--0.08)        **0.016**
  Age \<44 years                        1.65 (1.20--2.28)   0.06 (0.02--0.10)     **0.002**                  
  Unsatisfied with Health               1.58 (1.11--2.23)   0.06 (0.01--0.12)     **0.010**                  
  Thailand                              Age \<44 years      1.03 (0.84--1.27)     0.06 (-0.05--0.18)         0.750
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.26 (0.89--1.78)   0.14 (0.03--0.26)     0.201                      
  Unsatisfied with health               1.59 (1.14--2.23)   0.23 (0.20--0.25)     **0.007**                  

[Table 5](#pone.0164096.t005){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in TV/media for each country. Four models were calculated for lower trust in TV, namely Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea and Thailand. Similar to the previous institutions, key predictors of lower trust in TV were being male, aged under 44 years and being unsatisfied with health and standard of living. However, people living without a partner were also more likely to have lower trust in TV in Japan and South Korea, albeit relatively low RRs (RR1.3; 95%CI 1.01--1.5 and RR1.2; 95%CI 1.0--1.4) suggesting a lower explanatory power than the other variables. People unsatisfied with their health were 60% more likely in Hong Kong (RR1.6; 95%CI 1.2--2.0) and twice as likely in Thailand (RR2.1; 95%CI 1.5--2.8) to have lower trust in TV than people satisfied with their health.

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t005

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in TV/Media in each country.

![](pone.0164096.t005){#pone.0164096.t005g}

  Country                    Characteristic                        Risk Ratio (95% CI)   Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  -------------------------- ------------------------------------- --------------------- -------------------------- -----------
  Hong Kong                  Age\<44 years                         1.08 (0.90--1.30)     0.03 (-0.05--0.12)         0.405
  Unsatisfied with Health    1.59 (1.24--2.04)                     0.23 (0.08--0.38)     **\<0.001**                
  Japan                      Male sex                              1.27 (1.03--1.57)     0.04 (-0.04--0.11)         **0.024**
  Living without a partner   1.25 (1.01--1.54)                     0.11 (-0.03--0.24)    **0.037**                  
  South Korea                Age \<44 years                        1.14 (0.96--1.36)     0.05 (-0.01--0.11)         0.126
  Living without a partner   1.15 (0.97--1.37)                     0.06 (-0.01--0.13)    **0.107**                  
  Thailand                   Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.64 (1.17--2.28)     0.12 (0.02--0.22)          **0.006**
  Unsatisfied with health    2.05 (1.52--2.75)                     0.19 (0.09--0.29)     **\<0.001**                

[Table 6](#pone.0164096.t006){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in the judicial/legal system for each country. Four models were calculated for lower trust in the legal system, namely Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. The key predictors, similar to previous lower trust in other institutions, were people aged under 44 years and people unsatisfied with their health or standard of living. Most predictors had relatively low RRs, except for Thailand where people unsatisfied with their health or standard of living were over twice as likely to have lower trust in the legal system than people who were satisfied (RR2.2; 95%CI 1.4--3.6 and RR2.4; 95%CI 1.5--3.8 respectively).

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t006

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in Judicial/Legal System in each country.

![](pone.0164096.t006){#pone.0164096.t006g}

  Country                               Characteristic                        Risk Ratio (95% CI)     Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  ------------------------------------- ------------------------------------- ----------------------- -------------------------- -----------
  Japan                                 Age \<44 years                        1.36 (1.11--1.67)       0.06 (-0.01--0.13)         **0.003**
  Unsatisfied with health               1.47 (1.24--1.91)                     0.09 (0.03--0.16)       **\<0.001**                
  South Korea                           Male sex                              1.13 (1.01--1.26)       0.07 (0.01--0.13)          **0.031**
  Age \<44 years                        1.16 (1.03--1.29)                     0.08 (0.02--0.14)       **0.012**                  
  Taiwan                                Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.23 (1.04--1.46)       0.10 (0.01--0.18)          **0.019**
  Unsatisfied with health               1.11 (0.91--1.35)                     -0.04 (-0.04--0.16)     0.316                      
  Living *with* a partner               1.15 (1.01--1.31)                     \<0.01 (\<0.01--0.12)   **0.039**                  
  Thailand                              Age \<44 years                        1.19 (0.85--1.66)       0.14 (0.01--0.07)          **0.297**
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   2.36 (1.49--3.75)                     0.17 (0.06--0.28)       **\<0.001**                
  Unsatisfied with health               2.23 (1.39--3.56)                     0.15 (0.05--0.26)       **0.001**                  

[Table 7](#pone.0164096.t007){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in Banks for each country. This question was not asked in the Japanese study, and all other countries had a calculated regression model. The key predictors of lower trust in banks were being male, under 44 years and unsatisfied with health or standard of living. The majority of the RRs were between 1.2--1.8, suggesting a low to moderate increase in lower trust for these groups, although in Thailand, people who were unsatisfied with their health were over three times more likely to have lower trust than people satisfied with their health (RR3.3; 95%CI 1.9--5.7).

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t007

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in Banks in each country.
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  Country                               Characteristic      Risk Ratio (95% CI)   Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  ------------------------------------- ------------------- --------------------- -------------------------- -----------
  Australia                             Male sex            1.16 (1.03--1.31)     0.07 (0.01--0.13)          **0.014**
  Age \<44 years                        1.24 (1.08--1.42)   0.11 (0.03--0.13)     **0.002**                  
  Hong Kong                             Male sex            1.26 (0.95--1.67)     0.06 (-0.01--0.13)         0.102
  Age ≥44 years                         1.47 (1.12--1.95)   0.09 (0.03--0.16)     **0.006**                  
  South Korea                           Male sex            1.18 (1.01--1.37)     0.08 (0.01--0.13)          **0.035**
  Age \<44 years                        1.32 (1.13--1.55)   0.11 (0.05--0.17)     **\<0.001**                
  Taiwan                                Male sex            1.20 (1.00--1.45)     0.03 (-0.02--0.08)         **0.054**
  Age \<44 years                        1.45 (2.20--1.76)   0.09 (0.04--0.14)     **\<0.001**                
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.58 (1.29--5.94)   0.13 (0.06--0.21)     **\<0.001**                
  Thailand                              Age \<44 years      1.33 (0.89--1.98)     0.02(-0.01--0.05)          0.171
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.85 (1.06--3.22)   0.08 (-0.03--0.17)    **0.029**                  
  Unsatisfied with health               3.31 (1.93--5.68)   0.18 (0.08--0.29)     **\<0.001**                

[Table 8](#pone.0164096.t008){ref-type="table"} presents the regression models for the predictors of lower trust in Religious Organisations for each country. This question was not asked in the Japanese study, and all other countries except Hong Kong had a calculated regression model. In Australia, South Korea and Taiwan, the only predictors of lower trust in Religious Organisations was being male and under 44 years. The RRs in these models were 1.2--1.5, suggesting fairly low explanatory power. The model in Thailand had a single variable, people unsatisfied with their standard of living, who we over twice as likely to have lower trust in Religious Organisations than people who were satisfied with their standard of living (RR2.3; 95%CI 1.3--4.0).

10.1371/journal.pone.0164096.t008

###### Multivariate regression models for lower trust (trust 'not at all' or 'not much') in Religious Organisations in each country.
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  Country                               Characteristic      Risk Ratio (95% CI)   Risk Difference (95% CI)   p-value
  ------------------------------------- ------------------- --------------------- -------------------------- -------------
  Australia                             Male sex            1.35 (1.15--1.59)     0.11 (0.04--0.17)          **\<0.001**
  Age \<44 years                        1.45 (1.22--1.73)   0.14 (0.06--0.22)     **\<0.001**                
  South Korea                           Male sex            1.24 (1.11--1.40)     0.10 (0.04--0.16)          **\<0.001**
  Age \<44 years                        1.20 (1.07--1.35)   0.11 (0.05--0.17)     **0.002**                  
  Taiwan                                Male sex            1.26 (1.05--1.51)     0.06 (0.01--0.11)          **0.012**
  Age \<44 years                        1.54 (1.28--1.86)   0.12 (0.07--0.17)     **\<0.001**                
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   1.15 (0.93--1.44)   0.04 (-0.04--0.11)    0.204                      
  Thailand                              Age \<44 years      1.50 (0.90--2.51)     0.02 (-0.01--0.05)         0.119
  Unsatisfied with standard of living   2.26 (1.27--4.03)   0.07 (\<0.01--0.14)   **0.006**                  
  Living without a partner              1.35 (0.86--2.12)   0.02 (-0.02--0.05)    0.190                      

Discussion {#sec012}
==========

Citizens in democratic societies are expected to engage in trust relations with governments, banks, the media and the legal system, as trust is integral to maintaining the smooth functioning of society \[[@pone.0164096.ref041],[@pone.0164096.ref057]\]. In order to create and maintain trustworthiness, politicians are called upon to follow through with election promises, bankers to run their institutions in the best interests of their customers and lawyers/judges to maintain social order through the courts. In this way, trust is the basis for a well-organised democratic society \[[@pone.0164096.ref058]\].

The representatives of major institutions such as politics, banks and the judicial system are acutely aware of the importance of gaining and maintaining citizens' trust in their institutions \[[@pone.0164096.ref042]\], although trust in politicians and national governments is not always high \[[@pone.0164096.ref028],[@pone.0164096.ref029],[@pone.0164096.ref059]\]. Levi \[[@pone.0164096.ref012]\] argued that governments and other institutions need to be regarded as legitimate and 'doing their job' in the eyes of citizens, since legitimacy is a key requirement for trustworthiness. This rather positive view of the transparency suggests a central place for citizens and a need for institutions to 'model' trustworthiness and trust-building/maintenance strategies. Transparency in government has been described as a 'basic human right' \[[@pone.0164096.ref029]\]. However, Hardin argued that most citizens lack the information required to decide whether a government is trustworthy \[[@pone.0164096.ref038]\]. Furthermore, Peel \[[@pone.0164096.ref060]\] argues that discussions about Australian political culture 'have tended to assume that distrust of politicians and governments stem from declining civic awareness or a lack of civic education. The problem, in other words, lies within the citizens' (p. 315), thereby disregarding the need for institutions to actively engage in trust building. However, research in South Korea found that increasing levels of transparency actually lead to reduced perceptions of competency of government \[[@pone.0164096.ref029]\]. Trust is viewed by a some philosophers and sociologists as a "social practice and process because it involves the responsibility of both parties, commitment to the relationship, and the possibility of social change" \[[@pone.0164096.ref061]\] (p.125). Our research suggests that the social practice of trust may differ according to social, cultural, political and economic systems, necessitating greater interpretation of our data from researchers within each of the participating countries.

The central hypothesis within this paper focused on the Confucianist societies having lower institutional trust than non-Confucianist societies, based on Fukuyama's theory \[[@pone.0164096.ref041]\] while also acknowledging that there lies a spectrum of trust that affords not only high- and low-trust societies, but also what we regard as medium-trust societies. In order to corroborate this theory, we would have expected Taiwan and Hong Kong to have lowest levels of institutional trust, followed by Thailand and South Korea with 'medium levels' of institutional trust and then Australia and Japan with the highest levels of trust. However, the picture that our data painted did not conform to this pattern. Data in Tables [1](#pone.0164096.t001){ref-type="table"} and [2](#pone.0164096.t002){ref-type="table"} show that, based on overall levels of trust across all institutions, Thailand can generally be seen as a 'higher trust society, followed by Hong Kong and Japan as 'medium trust societies' and finally Australia, South Korea and Taiwan as 'lower trust societies'. In making the judgements about the 'level' of trust in each country from our data, we have made relative rather than absolute determinations. For example, we have classified Australia, South Korea and Taiwan as 'lower trust', since the levels were lower than the other countries in the dataset, although there was still between 43--55% of respondents in these countries having higher trust in institutions.

There were differences in the countries in terms of trust in different organisations, which demonstrates the problematic nature of classifying countries as high or low trusting. For example, we classified Japan as a 'medium trust society', although 25% of Japanese respondents had higher trust in political leaders (lower trust) whereas 87% had higher trust in newspapers (higher trust). Australia was classified as a 'low trust society', although 24% had higher trust in the TV, whereas 62% had higher trust in religious organisations. Hong Kong was classified as a 'medium trust society', although there was higher trust in TV (62%) but much lower trust in political leaders (25%). Thailand had fairly stable levels of higher trust across all institutions and Taiwan and Hong Kong had fairly stable levels of medium trust across all institutions.

The second main aim of the paper was to understand the key predictors of trust in different countries, in order to identify population groups with lower or higher trust, and the similarities and differences between countries. In Australia, those who reported being unsatisfied with their standard of living reported the lowest trust in political leaders, and those under the median age of 44 years reported the lowest trust in banks. Men and people under 44 years of age reported the lowest trust in religious organisations. In Hong Kong, males reported significantly low levels of trust in their political leaders, and those who reported being unsatisfied with their health reported significantly low levels of trust in their TV/media. In Japan, people under the age of 44 reported significantly lower trust in their political leaders and judicial/legal system. Males reported lower trust in their press/newspapers and TV/media. People with a lack of satisfaction with their health also reported poor trust in press/newspapers and the judicial/legal system. In South Korea, respondents under the age of 44 reported lower levels of trust in their political leaders, judicial system, banks and religious organisations. Men also reported lower levels of trust in their judicial/legal system, banks and religious organisations. Those who reported being unsatisfied with their standard of living also reported low trust in their political leaders. In Taiwan, those who reported being unsatisfied with their standard living reported lower levels of trust in their political leaders, judicial/legal system and banks. Respondents under 44 years reported lower levels of trust in political leaders, banks and religious organisations. Males also reported lower trust in religious organisations. In Thailand, those who reported being unsatisfied with their health reported significantly lower trust in their political leaders, press/newspapers, judicial/legal system and banks. Those unsatisfied with their standard of living reported very lower trust in their political leaders, judicial/legal system, banks and religious organisations. Respondents under 44 years of age also reported lower levels of trust in their political leaders.

In the broad literature on institutional trust, researchers generally report higher levels of trust by people with higher incomes and higher education levels \[[@pone.0164096.ref013],[@pone.0164096.ref027]\]. For example, Freitag \[[@pone.0164096.ref062]\] found that higher education and income lead to more social trust (trust in others), suggesting that education makes people more 'open minded' and thus able to make reflexive choices about trust. Likewise, it has been found that people with higher levels of education display significantly more trust in government and less trust in tabloid newspapers compared with people with fewer years of education \[[@pone.0164096.ref063]\]. In addition, the 'rational actor' model of trust assumes that people can only trust what they know, therefore, more knowledge potentially increases trust \[[@pone.0164096.ref038]\] up to the point where trust is no longer required (complete knowledge). People with higher social trust have also been found to have higher political trust and vice versa \[[@pone.0164096.ref064],[@pone.0164096.ref065]\], suggesting that people on lower incomes and with less education are likely to have lower trust in politics, political parties and potentially other institutions of power and hierarchy in society. Indeed, this links with Putnam's ideas \[[@pone.0164096.ref066]\] on trust and social capital, whereby he argues that the 'have nots' in all societies are less trusting than the 'haves', since the 'have nots' are treated with less respect. Whilst education was a variable in our analysis, it did not come out as a predictor of institutional trust.

Within our analysis, the predictors of 'low satisfaction with health' and 'low satisfaction with standard of living' were key predictors of lower trust across most countries and institutions. Both of these variables suggest forms of disadvantage, and were also predictors of low trust in the media across 29 Asian countries \[[@pone.0164096.ref027]\]. Peel argues that for disadvantaged populations, distrust is a rational, critical response to their actual experiences of distrustful and even destructive governance \[[@pone.0164096.ref060]\], arguing that government promises for disadvantaged communities are often 'empty' and that 'nothing ever gets done', reflecting research undertaken in the UK \[[@pone.0164096.ref067]\] and Australia \[[@pone.0164096.ref059]\]. People's perceptions of whether or not an institution such as the government, banks or the legal system is performing well (and thus worthy of trust) depends largely on whether they provide services that are useful to that particular individual \[[@pone.0164096.ref068]\]. However, public perceptions of most institutions depend to some extent on media reports of service provision \[[@pone.0164096.ref069]\], making clear the role of the media in co-constructing public perceptions of the trustworthiness of institutions. Baudrillard termed this 'simulacra' \[[@pone.0164096.ref070]\], which suggests a representation rather than 'reality' per se. The importance of the media in influencing public trust in institutions is highlighted by evidence of a relationship between the volume of media reporting and people's perception of risk that is unrelated to the generalised level of trust in the media \[[@pone.0164096.ref071],[@pone.0164096.ref072]\], a convergence of the values of readers of elite press with media presentations over time \[[@pone.0164096.ref073]\]. It has been argued that the media does not provide an adequate conduit for unbiased reporting of stories \[[@pone.0164096.ref074]\], increasing plurality in the views presented and greater critique of science, all of which have the potential to increase uncertainty and question trustworthiness of the media and the institutions they report on \[[@pone.0164096.ref075]\].

In conclusion, within this paper we analysed data on institutional trust in six Asia-Pacific countries, specifically focusing on trust in political leaders, banks, TV/media, press/newspapers, judicial/legal system and religious organisations. We interpreted our data using Fukuyama's theory of 'high/low trust' societies, taking into account the possibility of identifying what we have referred to as 'medium-trust' societies. The levels of institutional trust in each society did not conform to our hypothesis, with Thailand exhibiting the highest trust (predicted to be medium level), Hong Kong and Japan exhibiting medium trust (predicted to be low and high respectively) and Australia and South Korea exhibiting low trust (predicted to be high and medium respectively). Taiwan was the only country where the actual and predicted trust was the same, namely low trust. In terms of the different institutions, there was generally highest trust in religious organisations, banks and the judicial/legal system (between 67--70%), followed by press/newspapers and TV/media (59% and 58% respectively) and lowest trust in political leaders (43%). The key predictors of lower trust in institutions across all countries were males, people under 44 years and people unsatisfied with the health and standard of living. Given the fact that these predictors crossed national boundaries and institutional types, further research and policy should focus specifically on improving trust within these groups in order that they can be empowered to play a more central role in democratic vitality.
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